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NOTES ABOUT THE AUTHOR 


Azem Shkreli was born in Rugove in 1938, attended 
primary school in Nakell near Peje and in his birthplace, 
and completed his secondary education in Prishtina. He 
studied Albanian language and literature at the Prishtina 
Faculty of Philosophy. He was a journalist for a time on 
the dailly paper »Rilindja«, and subsequently director of the 
Provincial People’s Theatre in Prishtina. After several years 
at the head of the Kosova Writers’ Association, he became 
chairman of the Yugoslav Writers’ League, and is now 
director of Kosova-Film. He writes poetry, prose, and 
drama. He is the author of several collections of poetry: 
»The Small Buds«, »Angels of the Streets«, »I Know a Word 
ef Stone«, »From the Bible of Silence«, and »The Baptism 
of Speech«. His works also include the novel »The White 
Caravans, the book of novellas »Eve’s Eyes«, and the dra- 
mas »The Fossils« and »The Cuckoo’s Grave«. His works 
have also been published in Serbo-Croat, Macedonian, Slo- 
venian, Italian, Hungarian, Ruthenian, Turkish, German, 
Danish, Spanish, Russian, and Arabic. He is also involved 
in the theatre and films, and writes film screenplays. 


POETRY WITH RICH CONNOTATIONS 


To consider and interpret the essential characteristics 
of the poetry of Azem Shkreli included in this book, trans- 
lated into English by John Hodgson, calls for labour and 
effort, a solid knowledge of literary art, receptive capa- 
city, an ability to absorb aesthetic influence, and an awa- 
reness of the context in which the poetry was written, and 
the sociocultural milieu to which it belongs and to which 
it gives full expression. The difficulties of interpreting this 
poetry are closely involved with the the perception and 
transposition of man’s essential problems and dilemmas, 
the structure of the artistic text, and the cognitive system 
within which it is conceived and which it expresses with 
particular skill. In short, everything is conceived and cre- 
ated in these poems on the basis of the principle that 
nothing is arbitrary, just as, for a correct and subtle in- 
terpretation of this poetry, nothing can be left to chance 
or to received values. The author applies this creative 
principle, starting from the smallest units of the textual 
structure, and continues to employ it in the poem as a 
particular artistic and conceptual unit, and in the collec- 
tion as a stylistic and poetically expressive whole. This 
becomes apparent if we start from the very title of the 
book, »The Song of the Owl«. This poetical syntagma is 
not only intentional, arousing a host of rich and unusual 
associations, but is intimately connected with the concepts 
expressed in the individual poems and the collection as 
a whole. The many meanings of the syntagma »Song of 
the Owl« arise first of all from the particular relationship 
created by the meanings of the two constituent nouns, 
in Which their primary meanings are thrust together in 
a marked opposition and contradiction. On the one hand, 
»song« cxpresses gaiety, happiness, levity, and joy, while 
on the other hand, the »owl« is a bird whose night call 
resembles a lament, a wail, a form of keening. This form 
of threnedic song symbolizes evil and dissaster, a voice 
expressing misfortune, catastrophe, fear, and terror. The 
poet-expresses his doubs in a series of questions: 


8 


Who are you, black owl)'crying to me in the night 

waking me, lovely, crazy, who are you, 

black owl, sheltering my thoughts under your left wing... 
croaking in my bones, you who 

cry to me in the night, draw blood from under my nails 


On another plane, the lexemes of the poetical syntag- 
ma: »Song of the Owl« are in clear contradiction: for man, 
a song as a phenomenon, wherever it is sung, essentially 
implies light, illumination, and clarity, whereas the song 
of the owi implics darkness, bleakness, and- desolation. 
Night, as opposed to day, is conceived as a time of ‘the 
unexpected. of secrecy and disaster. The contradiction 
and apposition of the lexemes in this syntagma can be 
considered on another plane, from the point of view of 
the singer and performer of the song (the man, bird, or 
dove, etc.) in comparison with that of the bird that caws 
and laments at night (the bird of prey with its broad, ra- 
ther flat head, its round, yellow eyes, its hooked beak, 
its long, grey, white-spotted tail, which comes out at night, 
and feeds itself on birds and mice, as the dictionary tells 
us). The contradictory and oppositional relationship can 
also be considered in its other elements. The many co- 
nnotations meshed together in the two lexemes of this 
syntagma suggest many meanings which each reader, 
according to his level of. knowledge and reeptive capaci- 
ty, will develop and enrich according to his personal per- 
ception, and according to his situation and the context 
in which the work is read. In one possible conceptual 
field, the phrase »Song of the Owl« could approximate to 
»Lament of the Owl«. On another, the book’s title could 
approximate to »Song of the Night« or »Lament of the 
Night«, on another with »Song of Lament« or »Song_ of 
Distress«, »Song of Disaster<, and, marginally, »Song of 
Terror«. It must however be stressed that Azem Shkreli’s 
poetry is in no sense a song of misery and lament, a dir- 


ge, or a song of disaster in the pitiful sense of humilia- 
tion and failure. In essence, it expresses a bitter protest 
and a refusal to reconcile oneself with a specific situa- 
tion in time and space, which is never portrayed in spe- 
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cific details, never descends to the level of total clarity, 
but leaves open various levels of implication. It is a po- 
werful and dynamic expression of the need to act, to 
make sacrifices, and endure, in which each man will »find 
himself the contemporary« with his own times, prove 
himself as an existent being, and transform this song of 
pain and misfortune, which is as collective and national 
as it is individual, into a song of good fortune and pri- 
de, the song of a happy and free man. 

Through particular linguistic and poetic structures, sha- 
ped with great dedication and creative skill, Azem Shkreli 
gives expression to the rich world of the being and exis- 
tence of the Albanian. His poetry delves deeply into the 
spirit and destiny of the Albanian people and thus, with 
its poetic value, reflects this world and enriches it as a 
spiritual collective. This poetry does not therefore merely 
describe and portray this essential life, but is leavened and 
brought forth from the depths of the world view and 
conceptual world that characterizes this people and Alba- 
nian speech and thought. It is leavened by the wisdom 
of the Albanian world that has arisen and been preserved 
for centuries on end as an expression of a specific material 
and spiritual heritage. 

The poems in this book exhibit a peculliarly complex 
Albanian kind of syntax, and are written in a rich poetic 
language, from which a message with many layers of me- 
aning emerges. The author is fastidiously selective, and 
shows the same skill and persistence in achieving his way 
of expression and expressing his meaning; his expression 
and meaning are embodied on many levels, and comple- 
ment and enrich each other to form an indivisible whole. 

The poet’s special care to create poetry that will be 
as subtle and significant as possible (Shkreli never deals 
with matters of no weight that are not closely tied to his 
essential personality) starts with individual words and 
their meanings, which, placed in various kinds of condi- 
tional and determinative relation with each other, achieve 
their full grandeur of expression. This characteristic gran- 
deur is evident not only in the system of lexemes, but in 
their relations with larger units, within the line and the 
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poem as a poetic whole. Shkreli has reduced his lexical 
material to a minimum, and has left merely that textual 
structure which enables the threads of his conceptual sys- 
tem to be grasped, and the power of his art to be felt, 
thus encouraging the possiblity of an active attitude as 
possible to the poetical context on the part of the reader. 
This phenomenon is particularly marked when the author 
employs his network of antitheses and poetical syntagma, 
in the characteristic rhythm of the line, which, when read 
correctly prompts a highly individual experience in the 
reader. All these features give originality and artistic per- 
sonality to Shkreli’s poetry. This is noticeable in his atti- 
tude toward song, which for the poet is a »thirsty dream« 
but also »a sad dreams, if, as be would say, »it does not 
know the violence of blood«. Song and poetical language 
are both joy and pain, a form of terror from which »no- 
one dies« »but from which there is no rescue«; poetry is 
»the pen’s blood« in which »peace loves sadness«, whether 
it is a time for speaking or singing, or a time for silence. 
The author fears poetic statement, because it has magical 
force and can often be destructive, especially »because it 
was not speech, it was the silence of the hymn«. Similarly: 
»hide under a stone what you burn among my lines«. The 
creative process is ,thus a hard one, and is sometimes 
ruinous. The poet quarrels with life, and »must wage war 
for thousands of years«. Poetry resembles water and fire, 
is »the thought of the earth« or »thunder«, in which »the 
white battlefields are bloody«. The poetic statement is 
all-powerful. When it falls silent, it is transformed into 
fire, and nothing can quench it; it is »lightning«, especially 
when its birth is untimely. The poet's age therefore gives 
spirit and strength to poetic statement and to its existence; 
thus »We will prick our age/with the thorns of words«. 
In descending into the depths of the world of man, 
and in revealing aspects of his essential destiny in time, 
the poet triumphs over the affect of rage and over his 
feelings, but does not conceal his concern, and spares no 
words in expressing his forthright refusal and protest, 
because »it was a time of fever, with wind at our ears«. 
Time is worthlsess, and there is no time when it merely 
consists of the stones of waiting, the shadows, and the 
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holes made by the woodpecker in the hollow log. The mo: 
ment of existence therefore especially worries the poet. It 
becomes transposed and expressed as a_ disruption -of 
thought and action, an incarnation of the black beast, of 
»widowed autumn<, of the black owl, the raven, the kra- 
ken, and so forth, and thus becomes the subject of poetic 
treatment in such poems as »Song of Malice<, »Lost Lines«, 
»Night Notes I—VII«, and so forth. The consequence of 
existing and being contemporary with such a time is the 
reason why somebody sowed »The Evil Flower«, sowed it 
among discord and treachery, according to the familiar 
principle of »hide the hand that throws a stone«, in order. 
to cast blame on others: 


... and said hate and grow 

among people, evil flower, you did not see how he planted it 
eternally among us, how he did his wicked 

handiwork from the world and said hate and grow... 
... he said someone sowed it 


Such a way of transposing the features of an age, in 
respect of its tragic destiny, finds full expression in the 
cycle »Night Notes«, whose title approximates to »Night 
Song« or »Song of Darkness«. The euphemism »Night No- 
tes« is an imaginative sleight of hand, because the cycle 
essentially depicts an unlimited distress of the spirit which 
is at the same time rage, irony, and a vigorous protest, 
not asserted in any simple or chance manner, but cmer- 
ging from.the structure of the text and the multiplicity 
of an artistic message formed with great dedication, skill, 
and awareness; this gives this poet’s song eternal and im- 
posing dimensions, whether he states that from song »no- 
one dies, but there is no rescue< or whether »the kraken 
appeared again<: an | 
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but come now, ravenous black beast 

come and give meaning to secret things, bring 

the terror of darkness, rake the fire with your nails 
rake with your teeth the wretched scab of 

fear for we need fever, we need dreams 

of terror, we need a thousand and one nights 

of wild storms, boiling with the sap and wormwood of 
the blacker and blacker phantasm of your beauty... 
...come now, and rescue us or not 

whatever we have not consumed of each other, 

as you will just come and forgive us or eat 

ravenous black beast, come, for a hundred years 

we have waited for you, kraken 


Such an age and a situation of this kind distresses 
the poet, and the interaction of doubt, rage, and feat 
threatens to upset the mind and its thoughts and actions. 
The poet is on the edge of annihilation as a creative being, 
destroyed by the fire of words that need to be uttered, 
placed in lines, and placed within the poem as a whole. 
Words do not settle easily into lines, and no longer even 
trust either the poet, the age that gives them birth, or the 
function they are supposed to serve. Poetry in such an 
age has no value, and these lines are therefore nothing 
but »Night Notes«. In fact, these notes are not as opaque 
as the night, but aim to »ravage« this night and set them- 
selves against it, even though the poet has only his cold, 
reflecting pen, like a knife or a sword. 

If, as in »Night Notes Ix, »The yellow cat haunts my 
thoughts all night«, in »Night Notes [IIx Pren Pali studied 
the sky for ninety years, no doubt because he did not have 
and could not find what he needed on earth; he quarrels 
with the ravens and waits »to live his own life a little, 
Pren Pali« until »his past brought him to his death«. 

No doubt the characteristics of this poetry by Azem 
Shkreli pose difficulties in translation, a sometimes im- 
possible process. But a song can be resung, transposed. In 
John Hodgson’s translation, this poetry has preserved 
many of its essential characteristics. 


Prishtina, January 1989 Anton Berisha 
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REBIRTH 


Into the wood ash I sank, a decline 
but was born again, renewed, young 
let ants eat iron in my tongue 

that gave me the word Palestine 


The word learnt how to blaze forth, I to fear 

the flame, cap upon my head 

they told me not to hate the fauna, but hold it dear 
the man who perished of hatred never returned 


to better worlds, there is no other 

song of demand, or war of beauty. 

sap the sick, ancient hide of our land, 
dig, scratch, search for something human 


and do not complain that the gods licked 
the holy card of pure goodness 

animal meat seeks its origin 

in savage pain stretched beyond jealousy. 


Into the wood as I sank, a decline 
but was born again, renewed, young 
. let ants eat iron in my tongue 

that gave me the word Palestine. 
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OBITUARY FOR A BIRD 


OBITUARY FOR A BIRD 


In free flight his. blue quest began 

his wings glinting in the sun 

who knows what words his beak described 
or if pure, desire impelled his flight 


Perhaps he shattered the noonday nault 

with his left wirig, and banked to the west 

the day’s heat dripped blood, drank, Aegean water 
the bird was black, or his blackness was flight itself 


QUANDARY 


And the poet of the belated line 

who loafs with devils, with the gods on high 
they call your quarrel with the divine 

a death notice for a bird, or for the sky 


or a song for yourself, the scent 

of burnt leaves, death and renewal 
perhaps perforce both song and torment 
appear at every feat — or duel 
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THE ASH OF SILENCE 


Silence has its ash and its fire 

we will not quench what burns with words 
that vainly caw at us and we will find no balm 
ever, not in cuckoo’s eggs nor in the seas 


it ferments in ashes, has its rock 

where the questing bird beats its wings 

ants have been building me walls 

for thousands of years, making ancient memorials 


of millenia of patience out of me 

on which fowls will write with their droppings 

silence fell and the word whose balm was never found 
caws somewhere, emptily, in the sky 
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LOST LINES 


The south wind blew once, and took you away, 
adorned my wild hair with frost 

we had either lost our way or our eyes 

it was a time of fever, with wind at our ears 


Years came and went, another procession 

among us, and an echo 

comes to my mind from far, far away 

I sense voices and groaning and the din of struggle 


Who knows in what vortices the wind hurled you 
we will learn that another Jan Huss 

must always burn, so the world turns 

anathema upon our ancient sin 


When we fought against gods, our godfather 
roamed the skies with a beakful of straw 
which bird’s spittle will heal 

our lovely, bitter, ancient exommunication 
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DISTRACTED THOUGHTS 


Deaf and voiceless sighs, leaving no trace 

where do you go as you pass through me, what is devotion 
to fair peace, it needs keening and sound 

deaf sighs, where is your night gone 


weary of our infant deception 

where is it gone, why does speech 

flash like lightning tonight, since somewhere 
the wrong age dawned, if there are echoes 


if there are groans somewhere at the world’s end, 
demented groaning, soundless, leaving no trace 
what shall we take from our blood to fill the glass 
of fair peace; it needs wailing and sound. 
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MOTIF WITH WOOD-LICE 


Since the time is false, now the indescribable 
batiens on ‘my mind, saints and phantoms 
passing water on the. cross, nailed for a year 
if I am not born again, I must. change my age 


and other wood-lice shall build pyramids 

topped with shameful reputations, with human limbs. 

what can be said let the dogs bark Lt NP 
we will pipe on the reed, so the north wind will bear away 


the crow’s black voice, it is a well-known science : 
how to swéep plants, names, remains with a fox’s brush 
and a time that comes every thousand years 

we will drink, so the branch will have apes and dates 


or not drink, we shall enclose the world 

in a glass of vintage wine for years on end . 

then break our head or the glass 

who will pipe on the reed from where the sgevpibliea come 
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THE MARTYRS 


They will merely rest awhile and return 

to other feats, they are not memorials 

of cold thought in stone, I wonder if they know 
if their wound brought pain or victory 


when they rose up and when they fell, 

their eyes fixed ahead, who knows what they saw 
when they murmured something about Lenin 

and stared ahead not knowing they had fallen 


and they did not fall because flowers look well on them 
they gave to our thirsty earth beauty 

red and warm, not bird's milk 

they gave their signatures to peace, liberty 


liberty, free air, free people, and 

and we vainly call to them with verses and knells 
they are our bony earth that stands guard 

to our tree, our age, in bands and battalions 


They will merely rest awhile and return 

to other feats, they are not memorials 

of cold thought in stone, I wonder if they know 
if their wound brought pain or victory. 
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CONVERSATION WITH THE SHKRELI FAMILY 


How can I snap you like this 
from your wild and splendid stem 


for once I'll put you in verse 
by force, kill you without mercy 


as for mercy, another time 
we would not be born differently, never mind 


we need nothing of the old madness 
which people die for no longer 


over the wall of speech, over grass 
over bad blood, repentance 


you will throw the beginnings of oblivion 
over your and my sin 


and in the ripple of the stream, under the bridge, 
in the earth, ferns, and greenness, 


in the moss, in gunfire, in stone 
you will whisper in.my ear, you Shkrelis 
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GENERATION 


_— to my friend I. Gusi 


We will keep nothing for later 

if we dress to deck out our days 

our hands, our loves, our ideas 

either we were not there, or there was no time 


We were renewed in a time long ago 
and our olives ripened early 

with Buzuku we practised penmanship 
wickedly, we talked to the devil, to god 


we learnt a little, quarreled with our elders 
strove to Reep our thinking fresh 

broke rules; browsed through reading primers 
the end comes last, we need a start 


and we will make time for everything 

we who learnt to eat our bread 

with science, art, cultivating the newspapers 
we have much to do — take yesterday 


we planted Ismet Gusi in the field 


tomorrow we will plant ourselves why should we 
despair, friends, there is no time to waste 
we only came to swap generations. 


MONUMENT TO M. SOKOLI 


Snow falls on Europe 

on the hair of various Bismarcks 
gunshots; guilty banners 

fixed in an abyss 


A stone, down the ages 
rends a roar of pain 
blood flows here 

the epic of my people 
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SECOND BOOK OF SILENCE 


SONG OF THE OWL 


Somebody entered 
my head, no-one saw him 


Entered as if into church 
tolling the great bells 


For a hundred years 
my eyes learnt, awake 


On my rock 
the owl again 


SQUINTING DAY: : 


Blow, blow, breeze 
from my skull 


Day passed, squinting | 
squinting words 


Plants twisted 
and seasons fell . 


On spear points 
the spores of blight blossomed 


Time of worms, in vain. 
I play upon my. reed 


ey | 
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SECOND BOOK OF SILENCE 


the second book of silence 
I place my hand and swear 


I teach my mind 
a new pain 


I place my hand and swar 
by my word, and by a stone 


Everything was like that 
as if I had fallen silent and died 


May you ' be found nowhere 
inviolate end of the world 


BIRTH 


Something must be said 
without rhyme 
or metre 


Something must be thrust 
into the flesh of thought 
like a knife 5 


Something must be said 
the way one dies 
full stop 
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THE BLACK BIRD 


He flew 
over mountains and seas 
the lovely bird 


Above my head 
it wrote of a harsh time 
one day and went 


A shot was heard 
in its perforated 
sky 


HAIR OF A SQUINTING AGE 


Hair of a squinting age, grow 
a thousand years tonight and wipe clean 
my head, wipe clean the stain of thought 


We will wake again tomorrow 
clear and lovely and set off 
for verses, feasts, Thermopylaes 
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BEFORE THE GAME 


I hung 
my father’s white skull cap 
on the plank bridge of a line of verse 


I gave to the stone 
my left arm 
and the age 


It will be a long game 
wonderful 
and with no escape 


THE HOSTAGE 


I wish for a plant 
a stone 
and the knife 


And let rain fall 
please 
let rain fail 


I wish for a plant 


a stone 
the knife 


Live long, my spore 
of blight, live long 
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EXCAVATIONS 


Savage tongue, I am burying 
your blood in two mounds 


if frost settles on it and if there is 
a yellow year, a year 


if my plant eats 
stones. Oh God no 


We vill prick our age 
with the thorns of words 


RUGOVE 


I am coming back 
to your harshness and beauty 
I am coming back 


I am coming back 
to your wildness and beauty 
I am coming back 


Again 
I meet you 
As my mother 


35 


36 


THE FOURTH DAY 


I come to your end, fourth day 
beloved and bitter, I come to your end 


I come to your end, as your sun set in the void, 
yellow, among the gods 


I come to your end, fourth day 
on the verge of oblivion I come to your end 


I come to your end, throwing 
the false key of words in the river 


I come to your end, fourth day 
closing you with my mouth, with stones 


I spit on you and finish you off 
to let you go mad, bloody from silence 


PORTRAIT 
He put 
all his thoughts on the table 
pondering 
A man of the world 
He picked the seeds 
one by one 


from the melon of his head 


A man of the world 
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BROKEN CLOCK 


Where will the day 
and where the river stop 


Trees, stones, and butterflies 
hang still in the air 


The grass has stopped 
and grows not 


The bird breathes. not 
and the sea not 


Dead hour, there is no more 
time for anything else 


Keep us, oh god, ' 
from the trot of the yellow horse 


A STORY ABOUT US 


In the prime of life 
we ate unripe fruit 


There remained in the branches 
only the bird’s voice and feathers 


Summer passed and all drank 
its red: wine: 


Some were drunk, some 
fell on the goat's horn 


Some jumped on its strong head 
to see what the time was 


The See prayed to god 
and the devil not to pray for us 
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MARCH OF THE WORMS 


Their black heads emerge 
from holes in bad weather 


They stretch their lengths away from 
their own poison and the impossible 


And saddle themselves for the crawl 
of their black crusade 


They gnaw at us, enfeebling 
worm-like happiness 


One day they cover themselves 
with black contentment and die 


STILL LIFE 


Only the candle and table and 
the fruit of an unripe year 


A spider spawns 
its young upon the hearth 


Two wars in the rafters 
and the third world peace 


Dasho Shpendi's head and the pitcher 
brood, swaying by the fire 


someone takes the yellow brush 
and paints a still life 


A shot meits the lead of the type 
in a memorial voice for them 


Al 
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THE TOAST 


On the third day they slaughtered lambs, drove 
the cold knife into the whiteness of the grass 


and the sap fell upon coltsfoot and they drank 
and swore, drank and swore to the skies 


And by the table the good devils of summer 
blew on the goat’s horn and the world slept 


On the third day they slaughtered lambs and drank 
blood flowed from the milky whiteness all day 


ROAD 


See how I am going back 
after years, after fevers, wounds, 
after ail the fine and lovely madness 


We will raise a house 
of stone again and put:an apple 
on our head and pierce it 


We will make our peace again 
there will be flowers and war . 
and rain will fall on Shkoder 


See how I am going back, 
verses, final journey 
towards my faith in the impossible 
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INSPIRATION 


A new thought of mine 
burns 


I place my stone 
over the silence 


Scratch at leisure, 
worm's head, scratch 


Take care lest ants escape 
from under my slab 


MAGIC 


I breathe on the bones 
three times and am born again 


The goat’s horn 
gives birth to me on the crags 


I do not obey 
either the beginning or the end 


I declare the day 
off-limits to sickness 
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GAME 


Things are scarcely hidden in their smallness 
at the hour of judgement they plead for things not done 


at the flame’s tip one by one in the scales 
of speech they tremble, the poor things age in fear 


of their own verdict, feverish like the seeds of evil 
under the eyes of the world, everything starts 


from the beginning, I talk and talk, let this cockcrow 
language stick should it wish, at a wire’s end 


one day it will abruptly cease, and then I will know 
that no-one will be spared from my silence 


I am brave enough for such games 
a burning bush illuminates my end 
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FROM FRIDAY’S DIARY 


FROM FRIDAY’S DIARY 


Good night, there was nothing that could happen 
all day, it was hardly Friday, the sun 

barely appeared late’in the afternoon, just enough 

to call it the fourteenth, enough to lull 

the fireflies to sleep on Tafe Toska’s 

neat grass, good night, efforts 

to get some small things put right, sleep, tonight 
I will merely put a stone of language 

under the day's weary head, just pour 

yellow water to keep the yellow plants 

alive and I will go because nothing 

could happen today apart from it being 

sufficiently Friday for the fireflies to sleep 

on Tafe Toska’s neat grass, flaccid day, 

if I do not squirm naked like a worm 

through your mould, I will leave you 

in the accounts of oblivion I will embark 

on thoughts. that will not rest in an age of Fridays 
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IF THERE IS NO LIGHTNING 


If there is no lightning, if the yeast 

has not leavened the unsaid, then three 
shots must be fired in the silence, if there is no 
lightning then let the dread thunder 

take horse and the trot of the day 

fall on barren women 

if there is no lightning, let the weary waters 
sleep in their own hunger, if there is no 
lightning, let the weary waters 

die, and let the slugs hatch 

black birds, and let the hounds 

bay to the sky if there is no 

lightning, if the yeast 

has not leavened the unsaid, then three 
shots must be fired to embolden the blood 
the age of worms deserted our burial mound 


THE UNRECORDED 


This is not poetry, these are lines 
one after another, thoughts 
scratched on paper 

not enough to even make 

a little wall, to make mud 

or food for the living 

this is not poetry, these are lines 
not enough to suckle 

a single fow! or flower 

who is this secretly treading 

the muted murmuring of things 
peace be with us this night 

and innocent darkness 

this is not poetry, these are lines 
the surface of our fourth skin 
enough to say 


that he eked out another day of his life 
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THIRSTY SONG 


I do not want words the blue can flow 

from the cup brimful of doubt, 

sightless what can we do, if the unsaid is known 
repentance will remain without us 

who resembles whom, as I do lovely oblivion, 
shameless words, where did the meaning of things go 
full of light and lovely pain, did we not drink 

too much from your flask and become blind drunk 
the real content turned into a bird and fled 

venial sins that do not scare water and fire 

how will you escape me what is happening something 
is falling with rain, and something is burning 

or wine is flowing but my thirst grows again 
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SCARED GLEAM 
Something must be written in black 

because the seas do not exist in vain, nor 
the crows, worms, gods, and night 
something must be written, the gleam 

of frightened ink, the thing accursed 

is lovely like a woman, something 

must be written, this is the only dark light 
not spat on by the devil, the only 
shamefully unstripped woman, whose torso 
the fires and martyrs envy, not in vain 

if we elude the omens today 

if they do not punish us with eternal mercy 
bend down, enraged beauty, so we can drink 
a little from your cup, for, damn it, 
something 1us be written in black 


Si 


SONG OF MALICE 


First it put out its snail’s horns and drank 
its own black juice and grew, thirsty, cunning, then 
then it snuffed the candles and the sky above me, went and 
fell 
about my head, engulfing the world, then it spat 
in a black standing pool, spat three times in a 
black standing pool, spoke blackly, and breathed in deep of 
the darkness 
took of the darkness into its right eye, darkness in its 
squinting eye 
then it howled and set off after its own famished voice, set 
off 
through me and suffused me completely, I died a little 
and did not die a little, when I woke there was nowhere 
time nor healing pangs, no dock leaves, summer 
summer had aged and grown ugly overnight, worms had 
eaten all that loveiy silk of the years, salt and hail 
had fallen on the crops, and over my house, 
over my house, o god, someone tolled the great knell 
tolled the knell, o god; and called on the spirits and the 
crickets 
go on and never die, go on and never rise when you die 
play upon my reed and perish, spirit, perish evil eye of 
the world 
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EVIL FLOWER 


Someone sowed it in the dark mind and the rotten 
flesh of thought, sbehed it as rye il sown 
as cornel cherries are sown in rock and said let it grow 
thirsty, let it grow, bitter as nettles, it drank 
2 little milk, a little blood, it took something 
from the plant, something from our soil, and the evil flower 
bloomed, o god, this most evil flower bloomed, someone 
sowed it amidst the voice of treachery, in the path 
of friendship ,sowed it between the eye and the sea, between 
the bird and the gun, you did not see how he planted it 
and hid 
his wicked handiwork from the world and said hate and 
grow 
among people, evil flower, you did not see how he planted 
it 


eternally among us, how hid his wicked 

handiwork from the world and said hate and grow 

in the tail, in the horns, in the nails, from where 

we once took a branch, hate and grow in bitterness, 

evil flower, and prospe and hide your wicked handiwork 


from the world the said someone sowed it 
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They 


RAVEN-BLACK INK 


saiv it on crosses and on crusades 


they saw it in sick books 
they saw it in cruel words and gunshots 
they saw it in a friend's malice and refusal 


they « 


saw it on the wing of the ill-omened bird 


they saw it when the mind gnaws iron 


they 
they 


saw it in skyless banners 
saw it brooding over pen-points 


they had nowhere seen its equal in evil 


ANATHEMA 


Because I had old dust and old dew 
in my eyebrows, wine down my throat and because 


one and one make 


two, like two guns, two women, 


two white stones on the head of every man of sense 
because there was en grief over the river, there was 


a bridge, healing h 
neolithic man Risse 


rbs and peace and because 
the lovely earth with thick lips 


because I took my reed-pipe out of hell 
and played it towards dawn, scaring the clouds and ravens, 


because 


early I planted my shadow under the sun 


and my spear-point 


flashed fire, and my hair was salted 
with grey, 


because I topped churches, old age, graves, 
because I had blood and my tongue burst into leaf, they 


cursed me 
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WAITING 


This is not time, this is the thin veil of 

an arrival, the insensible approach and 

soft growth of grass where the water and the clock 

may pause a little and rain may fall upon 

traces, footsteps are not footsteps, but a mere 

movement to the arrival, so that it will be 

nearer and larger, this is not time 

this is a glance at the sky and a trust that 

the stars bode well, time bodes well, and the journey bodes 
well 

this arrival set out long ago and likewise it has this 

bird setting out first, then waiting, then 

time and the journey, then man sets out last, because 

man must necessarily come, there is no arrival 

without man, this is not time, this is the 

blue weave of arrival, the insensible approach, and 

the white tress of flowers groming secretly from 

fear and beaty, this is not time, this is light, 

light kindled once at the end cf though 
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| 

WAITING AGAIN 
iow shall we give meaning to negation, and meaning 
to sense, how shall we learn a little more from appearance 
other appearances will come without Prometheus 
there will be feasting and wine, there will be no strictures 
on thought about the sea it will be blue again 
how shall we shed light on silence, let the firelight flame 
more brightly, the time set aside for waiting, 
every moment of everything must ripen 
like good fruit, peace must be signed 
with the spirits with the castles, the exact age of everything 
with date and seal must be noted in the book 
never let anything repeat itself exept 
what comes and the Cape of Good Hope 
let what is slow to repent, and what is repented of 
not return, but merely be reborn, repentance 
repentance is a herb bringing no healing to the wound 
everything has donned the claak of necessity, now 
how shall we shed light on silence, let the firelight flame 
more brightly, the time set aside for waiting 
how could we not think a little about Atlantis too 
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THE END OF WAITING 


Utter, pure oblivion like 

a brimming cup, a herald, sweet oblivion 

touches with its wings the sunset of things 

that did not happen, pur your blessing on them. and 

say they never were, say they mistakenly touched 

the blood to turbulence and save us 

from pain, from repentance, utter oblivion 

like a brimming cup, like death, wise oblivion, 

stay with us forever and tell us that 

we never were, say they mistakenly crossed - 

the skewed plank bridge, and write something for. us 

on our parchment, write what you want and 

save us from pain, from repentance, 

wise oblivion, come without candle or thurifer 

and stay with us forever, take from us 

forever what is yours, if you do not come now, 

if you do not come now, there will be. no time for the 
future, 

sweet oblivion, pure oblivion, only at this moment, 

it is only at this moment that you are our en saviour, 

come and save us in your mercy, come 
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SONG AFTERWARDS 


Oblivion, they say, must be worn like a cap 

we bought yesterday, and must get used to 

as we get used to other things that never happened 
with it, we must set out into the world with baskets, 

like those who go strawberry-picking 

as when we cross the river safe and sound 

or when dusk and beauty makes strange flowers 

blossom before our eyes oblivion:must be worn 

like a cap, not like a healed wound, no, but 

like the gun with which we once shot 

the bird of ill-omen over our head, and then saw another sky 
if we enter a little further into the stone of the thunderclap, 
a little further they say, either we will travel or the ea 
wi 
the shores are still distant and everything afterwards 
we are afterwards and our times are afterwards 
oblivion must be bought a knife,:a rose 
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DEAD POETS 


— to the deceased poet Benjamin Maloise 


For a moment they pause and stop at a word 
in the middle of tthe line, as if half-way on the road 
over the peak of the day, from where you see the waters 
you sce people and fires, at a word 
they stop and ponder, and that thought of theirs 
is the thought of the land, roaring 
and this thought of theirs shouts 
at the cradlehead of a generation, a firework exploding 
above the heads of the age, for a moment they pause and 
stop 
at a word and grapple with the inarticulate 
until the white battlefields are bloody 
where they fall they site the stone of language 
then sit down upon a century, and watch how we haul 
their lines, 
rumbling, some on crutches, some with carts or Trojan 
horses 
then everyone is the greatest and the best 
no longer pestered by dogs or officials 
only Mother Teresa brings them flowers and pleads with 
: them 
to stop wars, to let. the world’s children grow up 
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NIGHT NOTES 


NIGHT NOTES I 


It is late, it is dark, I only have with me 

my cold pen, long contemplated, like a knife, 

like a sword. Tonight I wish I could slaughter 

my wicked thoughts, like a cock, it is late ! 

am alone, words have become ants, have 

dimmed to embers, words won't stay in lines 

they do not trust me, I have only my pen, like 

a thin rifle, Sak’s long rifle, Sak Selmani, 

and it is late, darkness has long crouched 

huddled in the walls, darkness sits on the shelves 

with Marx and Marquez, it is late I am 

alone, writing nothing, just passing the night 

a little, filling the silence, filling the world 

with my pen, or keeping silent — or better write a letter 
to Dashi .Shpendi 

it is late, late, words have become ants, 

have become fires, words won't stay in lines 

they do not trust me, the yellow cat 

haunts my thoughts all night, miaowing in my head 

and what to do with it I don’t know 

it’s late, I am alone, go away 

vile beast, go away, hovrible spirit 

evil thing, grisly shqst, away, or by God 

by God what I write will never be rid of you 
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NIGHT NOTES II 


Who are you, black owl, crying to me in the night 

waking me, lovely, crazy, who are you, 

black, owl, sheltering my thoughts under 

your left wing, proclaiming my sin, and 

burning me on the pyre, and creating me anew 

from ash and spittle, who are you, 

black, owl, what is your twisted, 

gloomy genius, friend, your evil 

genius, friend, so I can pluck a leaf, 

pluck a whisper, a feather, who are you 

croaking in my bones, you who 

cry to me in the night, draw blood from under my nails 
and give me nothing to drink or keep back from my speech 
who are you with your vicious beak drawing 

the good seed from my head, o god, o beast 

crying to me in the night, waking me, lovely 

and crazy, proclaiming my sin, and 

burning me on the pyre, and creating n 
from ash and spittic, who are you, who, because 
something has happened, for either the earth 
shakes in my head or my stone age is 

flaming through my ring, friend, igniting 

in my bones tomorrow's day in my bones 
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NIGHT NOTES III 


For ninety years Pren Pali watched the sky 
the same sky above his eyebrows, and quarrelled with the 
ravens, 


the roads of the earth and said that when everyone 

reaches the point where they started, when old age is in 
season, 

and when the blackberries ripen in wisdom, when the first 


quarrelled often, att ninety years trod 


war, 
the second, and the third pass, and our children’s children 
reach an honourable old age, in a thousand years 
when a fruitful summer comes, he will take his rifle 
from the briars, from the stone, from his old moustache, 
shoot three or four times in the sky, and sit down 
after all his shooting and fill his glass to the brim and 
drink 
and line his own life a little, Pren Pali, for ninety years 
Pren Pali 
watched the sky, the same sky above his eyebrows 
last night again he quarrelled with the ravens and 
spat in the sky he laughed like a child 
the good Pren Pali when his past brought him to his death 
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NIGHT NOTES IV 


From where did you come to me, and enter 
my little room, great Mahatma Gandhi, 
from where did you come to me tonight, when I am horri- 
es bly drunk, 
when devils. curse through my glass, when I talk 
so wildly with my verse and quarrel and descend 
to the bowels of the earth, to my reed-pipe, and I lay 
no stone on stone, from where did you come, good Ma- 
hatma 
Gandhi, how can I stand upright in front of you, how 
take something from your good earth, how talk 
with little gods and die once in wisdom, 
where did you come from tonight, raking over the fire of 
my blood 
all night all around the sea the kraken, the kra 
ken appeared again and has buried itself deep 
in our eyes and faces, and is alive again, the kraken, 
wandering the streets, pulling down monuments 
of peace and turning everything upside down the kra 
ken, where did you come from tonight, and enter my 
room where my glass and my world are so horribly 
shaken all night by the kraken ; 
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NIGHT NOTES V 


@or a hundred years we have waited together 

for you, searched for you in sap and in speech 

we have sunk to the lake's floor for you, kra 

ken, we have not raised stone on stone, beam on beam, 
but come now, ravenous black beast, 

come and give meaning to secret things, bring 

terror to the darkness, rake the fire with your nails, 
take with your teeth the wretched scab of 

fear for we need fever, we need dreams 

of terror, we need a thousand and one nights 

of wild storms, boiling with the sap and wormwood of 
the blacker and blacker phantasm of your beauty, 
Rraken, but come now, ravenous black beast, 

rake with your claws, rake with whatever you wish 
through our fossils, just come, you should have come 
long ago, kraken, come now and rescue us or nob, 

as you will, just come and forgive us or eat 

whatever we have not consumed of each other, 

ravenous black beast, come, for a hundred years 

me have waited for you, kraken 
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NIGHT. NOTES VI 


We lost our tooth in vain this Friday too, 

now only obstructing stones, shadows, and the eagle owl's: 

nook in the pit of the stomach define our time 

we lost our tooth in vain this Friday too 

now only ripe fruit and old men and crossroads 

define our time, only last year’s summer and the dried-up 

well and the date that fixes our age as on a 

spear point, we lost our tooth in vain 

this Friday too, see where pale oblivion 

tramples on my courage to speak, listen to the tread 

and words and the eagle owl's nook in the pit of the 
stomach 

define our time, we lost our tooth in vain 

this Friday too, as naked as a finger 

doubt comes between us, autumn, 

widowed autumn, that sleeps barren with the saints . 

sleep with Dasho Shpendi and bring me to rebirth since 

we lost our tooth in vain this Friday too 
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NIGHT NOTES VII 
Councils and councillors assembled in rows 
someone would lay planks for us to cross the stream 
together 
someone would loose the hounds and the law of speech 
heads were crammed with jackals and weasels 
doubt sometimes saddled love, sometimes free 
snow fell on the tracks of the hunt, and stones, 
rumours stoutly shod the wild hooves 
some could hardly distinguish the black flies from blood 
the first measured the world’s small fold by inches 
the second huddled in century-old silence 
as if he had lost his voice and his god 
the third thrust out his beard in eternal rage, 
spattering the council with darkness and incense 
some spoke their minds, and some sprayed poisonous spittle 
the sword now above the head of the tribe, now an ana- 
is thema 
and now soft words and wise herbs for wounds 
children quickly huddled, so that hatred would not recog- 
‘ nize them 
my neighbour rose and placed his aged thumb on the screen 
my children, forget now and sleep, and-play tomorrow 
who can play better on the horn of goodwill 
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APTER THE CIRCUS 


DIARY NOTE 


We gave a number to another day 
we need other days 


yawning oblivion 
somewhere beyond the gun’s silence 


. where do you run to following your own shadow, 
crippled moment, where do you run to 


the bird we did not see 
let it perish from longing for the sky 


“we gave a number to another day 
we need other numbers 


NOTES ABOUT NEIGHBOURS 


So and so’s wife 
had something special to say to us 


somebody nobody 
no-one like someone 


iet’s talk a bit 
about cabbages and kings 


I wonder how 
the third world war got on fast night 
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NOTES ABOUT BUREAUCRATS 


They put people sf 
like amoeba under the lens 


with bitter phrases 
they cover their heads oy the: sky. 


that lovely plant, a free-man ° - 
under the lens 


look at your own emptiness 
in their sour thoughts 


PRE-ELECTORAL NOTES 


Next time there will be no 
third world war 


Word and phrases will bloom 
among the wheat fields 


Rain. will fall 
parrots and pay will increase 


There will be more ivy’ 
and Olympiads 

Years will stay with us 

for three-times four months 


My world a ‘nut 
cracked in your fist: .. 
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NOTES ABOUT CONFERENCE-GOERS 


Talk, talk 
people and grass 
took root and grew 


talk, talk 
talk, talk 


you have filled our world 
with mere spittle 


AFTER THE CIRCUS 


On the first trapeze 
minds and time balanced on a wire 


on the second a fairy 
beauty and a flaming hoop 


down below the clowns 
split our sides 


laugh and laugh 
till our teeth fall out 


a great flood burst our 
in crocodile tears 


spitting upwards 
they opened windows behind our backs 


we trampled on each other 
on each other's head, shoulders, we made it 


now we walk off somewhere, 


each playing his own reed-pipe 
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THE BAPSIIM OF SPEECH (1981) 


NIGHT IN THE CASTLE 


At evening the fishermen, lost in his nets, 

Comes home. I grope my:way along the walls alone. 
Following the silence, I slowly crawl ahead. 

My steps are stony. My heart is stone. 


It is late, dark. Far beneath me lie 
The castle walls. Damp night can prise 
Through the faintest craks 

That haunt me like dead parents’ eyes. 


Like a naughty child, I scrawl some names ~ 

And seem to give our love a touch of immortality. 
But the rain will weather the stone 

When spring comes, mocking my duplicity. 


And so with trembling hand, timorously, 
As if it were a girl, I stroke the walls 

To wipe away this nonsense. Not dew, 
But warm blood through my fingers falls. 


‘I forget why and how I came, and where from. 
I forget to speak or move. I forget, not seeing, 
And under the ruin become a ruin, 

A stone on a stone, and a stone my whole being. 
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WORDS 


I lay stone on stone and build with you 

The Chinese Wall of faith in my people 

In my shadow and in things that do not' know me 
I lay stone on stone 

On the thoughts and silence I do not trust. 

On pregnant silences I lay. 

Stone on stone 
On the pain of endurance on 

Unforgiven murder and on the tracks 

I did not leave when I took:the wrong road ane on my guilt 
And on Christ’s which was’ never mine 

For you'I lay stone: on stone 

On my shoulders and on my inviolate head 

And on my father’sold age - 

T lay 

Stone: on stone |: n 


On everything I do not have ' 
On everything’I cannot do 
I lay stone .on stone on. my, head. and make my oath. 
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NEW TESTAMENT 


Just as others came and saw and did and went 
The knell will toll for us too one day 

Others come thirsty. They love just as much 

It is not us. But tohat is ours will stay 


Says man, and climbs down through the leaves 

The devil knows where was the place 

Where the grain of good thinking was first gathered in 
sheaves. 

We water the fields with this gift’s grace 


The soil of the day needs no sperm, no shooting stars. 
A new bible will be Saint Man’s mass 

Another faith. The faith of belief in his own powers. 
Amen, Our age, you cannot dare to age without us. 
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MASS” 


Let my grass grow above my head 
Above my head let -my- grass grow 


Let it grow Hk ss 
Let my grass grow above my head 
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OVER EUROPE 


Evening. Flying. We pluck the wool 

Of the clouds. A white kingdom below us 

A blue victory. We pass on and pay no heed 
Frontiers armies flocks 


As if we were atop the century, and had left behind, 
To the mildew of history, wars, as if they hadn't been 
A lady stifles a sigh in her handkerchief 

Somewhere above Mauthausen. 


I look out of the window. I do not know myself why ; 

I laug 
While slowly emptying the bottle with my friend . 
Who will be born today down there below us? 
Tradesmen? Sartre? Generals? 


Evening. We fly .on. Below Europe drowses 
Over serious matters 

Wise lady, sleep, but I never flayed my mind 
Over some of yaur.cares that. were not mine. 


BLUE THOUGHTS 


Two or three flecks 
Of a white idea in the sky and 


The shudder of things that must happen 


If you held now in your hand the bird 
Of a blue word and 
Did not keep silent 


Two or ase flecks 
Of yellow sorrow in the sky and 
The ash of things that could not happen 


If you had now a quill from that bird 
To write ih your own hand 

One less | 

O God 

Forgive our deeds 

What would our days do without us 
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THE BAPTISM OF SPEECH 


I give you birth Jike a child, and flirt doll-like no longer 
With the verge of your pain. If I hesitated 

You will have as a gift your thirst and the hunger 

Of a lated town-crier, on his rounds, irritated. 


Who does not know how to tempt forth those caresses 

From out of that blood that comes so bitter to whatever 
wisdom chooses 

Now it is not my wound that distresses 

You, but my despair, deceits, and ruses. 


You coax and entreat in vain 

That autumn silence coursing through my limbs in joy 
At any time you can enter our unsettled brain 

But never, no way, save it from your Troy. 
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SOMBRE SONG 


Cursed perception, hide in repentance 

There is no punishment for sins of weakness 
This is my own insane attack 

Or else courage has suddenly come back 


From the darkness of the blood. I do not know 
But the spirit seeks the reason why the wind should 

| blow 
And the frost will whisper something about this head 
Perhaps my own. Ji will be a new thing said 


Of wild grass. Its bony herbage 

Involuntarily, by force will work its passage 
As if I were giving birth. It will watch outside 
And I will be better, gneen and pacified. 


And little lads will rend the sky 
With whimpers, and cease to cry 
When they understand they grew to be below 
My earth. My ash. Meadow 
| 
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LULLABY 


You have slept Iong beloved 

Trembling words. We cover you with coltsfoot, 
Things that know how you move us. For we love you, 
Thirsty and unrepentant as you are 


You have slept long 

You have siept beneath a stone and in bitter seeds, 
Unsettled, nettled so that 

Water and time flow 

And the clear lymph of our courage 

To die unacknowledged flows 


You have slept long, good 

And mad words, mad 

Words of kindness 

Which our existence has not always been used to. 


You have slept long in sorrow 
In fables about cherries that one day of days 
Will ripen from our gaze. 


Then you moan 

And weep while we 

Hide somewhere deep in the blood, fall silent 

And slowly consume ourselves so that you may grow 


THE BLACK BEAST 


Silence, a stormy sea and lightning 

Sweeps the darkness, its body writhes 

Where have the people gone. Where are the plants going 
A hound howls, neither chained nor loose 


He senses the scent of wickedness somewhere in my blood 
Howling ominously to the darkness 

With its own impetus it hurls itself 

Against the dam, swelling thirstily 


In pain beyond endurance. Troubled things 

Strike in protest, things never done seek witnesses, 
Protesting. Everything that is forbidden 

Howls out its own rancour 


And the black beast howls, neither chained nor loose 
Silence, a stormy sea and lightning 

Sweeps the darkness, its body writhes 

Where have all the people gone. Where are the plants going 


That is what the drunken questing beast 

Was like. Then only, when they remain, the shreds 

Will say: long life to the one with words and the other who 
howls 

Since they humanely consumed themselves within 
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THE CHILDREN WHO DID NOT HAVE US 


They call to us and catcall us in the language of those 
Who wanted to come with us in the language of those 
Who wanted to see, to say something, to keep something 
back 
And to go, exhausted, and to detach themselves 
From our stem, from the branch of our speech, 
Separate, brooding, with faces set to forget 
What we are then and now because they do not see us 
They did not have us our good children 
Our dear children which we have smothered one by one 
With the frost of our words we smothered them 
Somewhere beyond the lymphatic sea somewhere beyond 
the arrivals 
Which patiently and long awaited us 
Waiting our latearrival not that we should suspress 
The seed of the unsaid in the bible of pleasure 
Or of fear no no because we are able 
To die by degrees so that we do not forget 
How to die others come and higher and higher 
Climb their own stem until they could not see us 
Why did we not love the cunning nights why did we not 
let them 
Sleep among our pores and ruin us 
Our good children oh our dear children 
Who did not answer us and who always love us and catcall 
us 
In the language of those who wanted to come with us 
Who wanted to see to say something 
To keep back something and to go alive and ours 
We who have touched the shadows to see if they are ours 
We who have ourselves squeezed the juice out of things 
Our dear children our good children 
We know that you are neither in misery nor lost to us 
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